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The Student’s Attitude

by W/. FLINT SMITH AND
ELTON HOCKING

Attitude or aptitude? Or both? Recent
research results agree that a youngster's
1.Q. score, if revealed to his teacher, is
likely to become a self-fulfilling prophesy
— the pupil performs up to, or down to,
his teacher’s expectancy and attitude.

But what of the student's attitude?
What does he expect of our subject, and in
particular, what is his attitude toward the
language lab? This question is rarely raised
in the many articles, pro and con, about
the value of the language lab. Student
opinion has seldom been sought, but re-
cently a start has been made.

Motivation to learn has been shown to
be one of the greatest factors, along with
intelligence, contribu.. } to success in for-
eign-language learning (Pimsleur, 1962).

THE INVESTIGATION

Involved in the project were the begin-
ning FL classes in a large comprehensive
high school. One teacher each of French,
German, and Spanish taught at least three
classes, one of them meeting in a conven-
tional classroom (but with migrations for
two or three half-periods per week to
either a “broadcast” or a record-playback
laboratory ) ; another of his classes met al-
ways in an electronic classroom. In addi-
tion, each teacher taughta “control” group,
that is, a class that used no tapes or equip-
ment. In the class that used the laboratory,
the machine-guided practice was necessar-
ily concentrated in half-period sessions; in

e

the class that met in the electronic class-
room an equal amount of such practice
was to be distributed as the teacher saw
fit. In each language the instructional
materials were identical. The variable
factor therefore consisted of the three
distinctive installations of equipment ver-
sus the “control” group.

At the beginning and again at the end
of the-school jear the students filled out
a rating sheet designed to elicit their atti-
tudes toward machine-guided language
practice. For this purpose the investigator
used the “semantic differential” technique
(Osgood, 1957), which resembles the
game of “Twenty Questions,” cxcept that
the responses are not entirely ¢rce. The
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laboratory. The primary conclusions of

the investigation have been reported else-
where (W.F. Smith, 1969). The attitude
of the students was investigated also, and
is reported here for the first time.

#Posttest minus pretest

1Indicates a srale which was presented to the stulents in reverse
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rating sheet }iesented many pairs of
sharply contrasiing adjectives of an evalu-
ative or affective mature. Each pair was
separated by « scaled continuum num-
bered from 7 (most favorable) to 1 (least
favorable); the student cliecked his re-
sponse accordingly. In this way the con-
cept “language practice tapes” was rated
by all students (n=289) on each of the
scalcs; the ratings were then averaged and
plotted (see Figure).

It is noteworthy that, regardless of lan-
guage or type of equipment, the students
immediately expected practice tapes to be
genenally good, helpful, rewarding, mean-
ingful and valuable; at the end of the
year this favorable attitude had scarcely
changed. Nine months of drills had not
produced the satiety and disillusionment
which are increasingly reported in our
journals. The initial “halo effect,” if any,
had persisted.

Prior to comparing attitudes by groups
(i.e., electronic classroom group, etc.) and
by language, factor analysis was used in
order to identify those scales (starred
items in the Figure) which were the most
evaluative; then an “attitude-towards-
media” score for each student was ob-
tained by summing across the twelve scales
thus identified. (The Table lists the before-
and after averages by language and by
group.) Over the year, students in Spanish
and German raised slightly their evalua-
tion of tape-guided practice. In Spanish
the gain was probably a result of ihe
“visual-audio-lingual” materials (films and
filmstrips in addition to tapes), rather than
any specific use of the equipment. The
language lab groups showed a somewhat
more positive end-of-year attitude than
the electronic classroom group, although

no strong trend was evident. Leg it be re: .

peated that even these modest gains were
gratifying in contrast to the usual decline
of interest which is reflected by the noto-
riously heavy attrition at the end of most
first-year courses. As for the control
groups, their strongly positive end-of-year
attitude probably reflects the characteristic
yearning of the “underprivileged”; they
were rarely allowed to use tapes and equip-
ment, and then only for tests. Apparently
those occasional tastes of wealth served to
whet their appetite for more.

In conclusion, it appears that generally
greater gains in attitude would have been
recorded if the equipment had been more
wisely used. The daily, detailed time-
reports by the teachers revealed that the
use of the laboratories was sometimes un-
systeratic. As for the electronic classroom,
the equipment, although always at hand,
was .used appreciably less, and in exces-
sively short sessions. Apparently the very

accessibility of the equipment led to im-
provisation and fragmented use. This lack
of planning seems to be reflected in the
end-of-year attitudes of the students who
used the electronic classroomi,

For the benefit of teachers and for the
improvement of instruction, the rating
sheet should have been used more fre-
quently. Since all teachers and their in-
structional techniques are inevitably being
rated silently by the students, those rat-
ings should be communicated. The seman-
tic differential scale is a useful and easily
constructed device for the teacher who
wants to be aware of the students’ point
of view.
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